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 The field of research administration is an ever-changing environment, requiring 
individuals within this profession to remain pro-active.  For those responsible for pre-award 
functions, the proposal preparation and submission process can be very involved, with varying 
requirements dependent upon the sponsor being submitted to.  Although every pre-award 
administrator will develop processes and procedures to support the production of quality 
proposals, the engineering departmental pre-award administrator is often faced with complex 
requirements.  To enhance the proposal submission process for the engineering departmental pre-
award administrator, this capstone project provides data utilized to support the following 
recommendations by the author: Development of a Proposal Handbook, Creation of a Quality 
Assurance Group, Creation of a Pre-award Support Group, Establishment of Cross-training for 
Division of Sponsored Programs (DSP) Staff and College of Engineering (COE) pre-award 
Administrators (PAs), and Uniformity across departments.  The establishment of a pre-award 
handbook will not only provide basic information for COE PAs but also additional tools and 
resources that can be utilized by each PA.  These recommendations are derived from feedback 
obtained via surveys conducted at the University of Florida and the personal experiences of the 
author.  By creating tools and resources that are tailored to the unique needs of the engineering 
departmental PA, the quality and efficiency of proposal submissions will increase and the needs 
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UFIRST.  UF Integrated Research Support Tool is a web-based system utilized by the 
University of Florida for both proposal and award management.1 
Pre-Award Administrator.  Research administrator within a unit responsible for the 
preparation, review, and at times, submission, of all required proposal 
documentation. 
Proposal.  Document utilized by a researcher to request funding for a project, center, or 
equipment from a sponsor; not always solicited.   
Solicitation.  Document utilized by a sponsor to advertise funding opportunities; includes 
guidelines and requirements for the proposal submission. 
Cost-share.  Portion of overall project costs designated within an agreement that are covered 
by the receiving Institution, or an outside party, and not by the sponsor.   
Collaboration. Joint effort between faculty on a research project to complete the proposed 






                                                          





Chapter 1. Introduction 
1.1. Background. 
 
 For any Institution of Higher Education (IHE) actively involved in research, the proposal 
submission process is an integral part of the overall award life cycle.  While each IHE is going to 
have their own unique research portfolio indicative of their mission, a significant portion of the 
funding utilized in support of that research is received as a direct result of proposal submissions.  
In 2018, The University of Florida (UF) reported $836.6 million in research funding, with $85.3 
million directly allocated to the College of Engineering (COE).2   These funds are received from 
a wide variety of sponsors, requiring Pre-Award Administrators (PAs) to be versatile and well-
versed with the nuances of each.   
Although it is not unreasonable to assume that each academic unit within an IHE will 
submit proposals to many of the same sponsors, the frequency of which proposals are submitted 
to these sponsors will vary depending on the research that is being conducted.  Given the nature 
of the research within the COE, a majority of the funding that is received comes from Federal 
sponsors.  These include, but are not limited to: United States Department of Defense (DoD), 
United States Department of Energy (DoE), the Office of Naval Research (ONR), the National 
Science Foundation (NSF), National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), and the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH).  As such, it is imperative that PAs within the COE, have a 
clear understanding of the requirements and nuances associated with each sponsor.   
 
                                                          





1.2. Statement of the Problem. 
 
 For PAs assigned to the COE, ensuring that each proposal submission adheres to both 
institutional and sponsor guidelines is vital.  Without strict adherence to these requirements, the 
likelihood of a proposal being awarded decreases significantly.  As stated in the NSF Proposal 
and Award Policies and Procedures Guide (PAPPG), a PI’s failure to adhere to their 
requirements may result in the proposal being returned without review.3 Instances such as these 
are easily preventable, given the appropriate tools and resources that are readily available to the 
PA.   
 Other sponsors such as the DOE, DoD, and NIH have subsets to their organizations from 
which funding can be received, adding another layer of requirements that must be followed.  The 
guidelines and terms and conditions associated with every sponsor are ever-changing, making it 
difficult for each PA to maintain an accurate and current checklist for use during the proposal 
submission process.   
  This capstone project focuses on reviewing the current policies and procedures in place 
within the COE to enhance the proposal submission process by developing procedures for the 
engineering departmental PAs.  By doing so, a comprehensive proposal guide specific to the 
COE will be developed to provide a firm foundation for all PAs, regardless of department, years 
of experience, and educational background, to reference during all stages of proposal preparation 
and submission.    
 
                                                          
3 National Science Foundation. 2019. “Proposal and Award Policies and Procedures Guide”. Accessed September 




1.3. Project Questions. 
 
 What can be done to enhance the proposal submission process for the engineering 
departmental PA? 
 What content is needed for the development of a comprehensive proposal guide specific 
to the COE? 
  Although the proposal preparation and submission process may seem straightforward to 
those unfamiliar with the specifics, there is a great amount of detail associated with each 
individual proposal.  This is determined by a variety of factors, such as the seven factors listed 
below: 
1. Sponsor; 
2. Solicitation Requirements; 
3. Institutional Requirements; 
4. Principal Investigators (PI) and Co-PIs;  
5. Collaborative vs. Non-Collaborative Proposals; 
6. PA Workload; and 
7. Submission Timeline. 
In order to gain a better understanding of the implications associated with each factor, each of 
the seven factors needs to be individually considered. 
 Every sponsor will be unique, requiring the PA to gain a strong foundation in the 
common requirements associated with each.  This involves reviewing sponsor specific guides 




guides will remain constant across all proposal submissions, making them a necessary reference 
for all PAs. 
 In addition to the requirements and guidelines outlined in the sponsor-specific guides, 
there are also solicitation requirements that must be adhered to.  Unlike the guidelines and 
requirements listed in the individual sponsor guides, solicitation specific requirements will be 
more stringent and must be reviewed each time a new solicitation is presented for proposal 
submission.   
 Institutional requirements are unique to each IHE and are applicable to every proposal 
that is submitted.  At UF, “The Principal Investigator (PI) is required to commit effort on all 
sponsored projects per UF’s policy. It is expected that the PI has a minimum commitment of 
effort (1-2%) to the project during each reporting period either charged as direct cost or cost 
shared.”4  If there are instances in which the sponsor does not require an effort commitment, the 
PI must then cost share that one percent commitment as required by UF.   
 In addition to the effort commitment required, UF implemented a proposal deadline 
policy in an effort to discourage last-minute submission requests.  According to the Office of 
Research (OR),  
Submit-ready proposals must be submitted to the Division of Sponsored Programs (DSP) 
by 9 a.m. the business day prior to the sponsor’s published submission deadline to be 
considered on-time by DSP. Absent of extenuating circumstances, any proposal 
submitted after the internal deadline will not be submitted by the university to the 
sponsor. This policy applies to any sponsored program whose solicitation is published by 
the sponsor at least 30 calendar days prior to the sponsor’s due date.5    
                                                          
4 University of Florida. 2019. “Salaries & Wages”. Accessed October 2, 2019. 
https://research.ufl.edu/dsp/proposals/budgeting/salaries-wages.html 





The COE has also created an informal internal deadline requesting that PIs submit all necessary 
documentation associated with a proposal two days prior to the DSP deadline.  Such 
documentation includes the associated Statement of Work (SOW), budget, any sponsor required 
documentation and completion of proposal descriptors in the UFIRST module.  The proposal 
must also be reviewed and approved by the PI and leadership within all departments of 
associated faculty prior to the DSP deadline.   This COE informal internal deadline was put in 
place to give the PA enough time to complete the proposal prior to the DSP deadline and 
perform a quality review to ensure all necessary information and documentation needed by the 
sponsor and the university is included.   
The number of PIs and Co-Principal Investigator’s (Co-PI) associated with a proposal can 
substantially increase the difficulty level, especially if they are not all located within the same 
department or the COE.  Increasing the number of individuals that are responsible for providing 
information to the PA can create unwanted delays, as the PA is now dependent on many others 
for necessary information.  In addition, a collaboration between UF and an outside institution 
requires additional documentation to be completed and frequent correspondence with the other 
institution(s) PA.   
PA workload can create an inability to dedicate the necessary amount of time to proposal 
preparation during high-volume periods.  Given the fact that the PA workload is going to 
fluctuate frequently and be unique to every department, it can be difficult to anticipate when this 
will become an issue.  While some sponsors, such as NIH, may have deadlines that run on a 
cycle, others are solicitation specific, making it difficult to anticipate workload until a PI notifies 




The submission timeline is affected by all of the aforementioned items and is a key aspect 
of the overall proposal preparation and submission process.  The UF and COE work diligently to 
ensure that PAs, both at the central office and departmental levels, have ample time to complete 
and review each proposal before it is submitted.  Creating an environment that is conducive to 
starting early and planning ahead is beneficial to the PI, PA, and DSP staff.  Although there will 
always be one-off scenarios and instances in which last-minute submissions may not be 
preventable, encouraging a shift from these being the institutional norm is key.  
Taking each of these factors into consideration and analyzing how they all relate to one 
another within the proposal preparation and submission process creates a base for determining 
what needs to be included within the COE specific proposal handbook.  As the field of research 
administration is continuously evolving and sponsor-specific requirements are ever-changing, 
ensuring that the proposal handbook is a tool that can be utilized for training of new PAs, as well 
as a resource for more seasoned PAs, is imperative.  This is achieved by creating sections within 
the proposal handbook that cater to each of these areas.  For those that are just starting out as a 
PA, the inclusion of UF specific guidelines and requirements, UFIRST guidance, and a glossary 
of frequently utilized terminology are beneficial.  Branching out from those basics to include 
guidelines associated with various sponsors, templates for commonly requested documentation, 
and checklists for the most frequently submitted to sponsors creates numerous tools and 
resources both new and veteran PAs can utilize.  While utilization of the proposal handbook is 
not required, it does create a uniformed resource that can aid in creating consistency and 





Enhancing the proposal submission process for engineering departmental PAs is 
imperative to ensuring proposals of the highest quality are submitted on a consistent basis.  
Taking each factor into consideration and creating a uniformed set of tools and resources for all 
PAs to reference will ensure this goal is accomplished.    
1.4. Project Objectives. 
 
 The objectives for the development of a comprehensive proposal guide specific to the 
COE included the following: 
• A better understanding of sponsor-specific proposal guidelines and requirements 
• Creation of a COE specific proposal handbook for all PAs to reference 
• Implementation of uniformed documentation  
• Prevention of last-minute proposal submissions 
1.5. Significance. 
 
 Over the past three years, the COE has submitted in excess of 3,000 proposals, averaging 
approximately 800 per year.  As these submissions include federal, industry, non-profit, and state 
governments, there is a significant amount of pressure on the PA to have the necessary 
knowledge, experience, and resources to ensure the highest quality proposal is submitted each 
time. 
In addition to the number of proposals being submitted, the complexity and difficulty 
level of many proposals is also increasing. This makes it difficult for PAs to put the necessary 




the fact that research administration is not a low-stress career, but that through the use of 
consistent procedures and good organization, a well-rounded balance can be found.3    
Preventing burn-out, while maintaining productivity can be a difficult aspect for PAs to 
navigate, however, by creating a COE proposal handbook, as well as uniformed documentation, 
each PA will have the resources necessary to ensure every proposal submitted meets all 
guidelines and requirements.  The author of this Capstone Project believes that the creation of the 
handbook will result in an increase in the quality of proposals going out, not only making them 
more competitive, but also provide the PA with consistency in an otherwise inconsistent and 
unpredictable work environment.   
1.6. Exclusions and Limitations. 
 
 As this Capstone Project specifically addresses enhancing the proposal submission 
process for engineering departmental PAs within UF, the population associated with it is limited 
to COE PAs, faculty, and UFs Division of Sponsored Programs (DSP) staff.  While each plays a 
different role in the overall proposal submission process, all are imperative to ensuring the 
proposal meets all guidelines and requirements prior to submission.  
 The COE PAs are the primary focus of this case study and the overwhelming majority of 
information gathered via the interviews and survey being conducted comes from these 
individuals.  The COE is comprised of ten departments, with over twenty centers and institutes.  
These departments, centers, and institutes are serviced by a total of 17 research administrators, 




 As of 2017, there were 269 faculty assigned to the COE, with a vast majority having 
active research portfolio’s.6  The feedback gathered from various faculty assigned to different 
departments within the COE allows for valuable insight that will aid in creating tools and 
resources for the engineering departmental PA.  Gaining a better understanding of the needs of 
the PI and the areas in which improvement could be made to the proposal process is vital to 
ensuring the resources put in place are all-encompassing and beneficial to all parties.   
 Additional feedback is also obtained from those within DSP, specifically responsible for 
COE proposal review.  This feedback allows for insight as it relates to common errors or pitfalls 
DSP staff may see in COE proposals.  As part of DSPs review process, there are several items 
that are taken into consideration for each proposal.  Below is an outline detailing what DSP staff 
is looking for when completing the quality assurance review; it is important to note, these are not 
all-inclusive. 
• As provided by PI and study team and as time allows, review any proposal solicitation for 
contractual exceptions, representations and certifications, and other common institutional 
requirements. Communicate common pitfalls or unusual requirements to the PI and 
Department Administration. 
• As provided by PI and study team and as time allows, perform the final review of the 
proposal before submission to the sponsor. As time allows, DSP will: 
o Confirm the institutional data presented 
o Confirm the appropriate F&A rate and any justification for deviations from the 
federally negotiated rate are included 
                                                          





o Confirm the proper fringe benefit rates are included 
o Confirm that the proposal meets the solicitation requirements for page limitations, 
cost limitations, and other proposal limitations7    
  
                                                          





Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 
2.1. Overview of Literature Review. 
 As this Capstone Project is focused on enhancing the proposal submission process for 
engineering departmental PAs at UF, there is limited literature available that is directly related to 
this study.  Although this limits the available resources for review, there is literature available 
related to factors that impact the proposal submission process within the COE.  The National 
Council of University Research Administrators (NCURA) and Society of Research 
Administrators International (SRAI) provide sources of literature used in support of this project. 
2.2. Details of review.  
 A recent article posted by NCURA, Adopting a Growth Mindset in Research 
Administration to Create New Horizons, discusses many aspects of research administration that 
directly impact PAs.  The idea that research administration is a dynamic field, with fluid changes 
both internally and externally, reiterates the need for PAs to be versatile.  It also reinforces the 
need for all RAs to be supportive of one another and institute tools and resources that are readily 
accessible by all.  As the article mentions, research administration can also be a stressful career, 
especially for a PA where day-to-day activities are deadline-driven.  Encouraging IHEs to go the 
extra step and create unit specific tools and resources, such as a proposal handbook, can help to 
ease the frequent changes put in place by sponsors and relieve unnecessary stressors associated 
with responsibilities of a PA.8  
                                                          
8 Jamie Sprague and Isabella DiFranzo (2019). “Adopting a Growth Mindset in Research Administration to Create 




 Another article published in the NCURA magazine entitled, Pre-Award Turmoil: How 
Resilience Can Lead the Way, emphasizes how certain aspects of pre-award administration can 
create unwanted turmoil for the PA.  Last-minute notice of an intent to submit from PIs, 
changing landscape within a unit, and assignment of additional duties can all create an 
environment that may make a PA feel as though they are being overworked or unable to succeed.  
Maintaining resiliency and understanding the items that are within the realm of control is an 
important aspect of being a successful PA.  Providing tools and resources that each PA can 
utilize to mitigate the ever-changing landscape of research administration will create an 
environment in which PAs will feel comfortable, confident, and successful.9   
 Grant-writing, although not a current responsibility of COE PAs, is an aspect of the 
overall proposal preparation and submission process that cannot be overlooked.  According to an 
article in the SRA International Journal of Research Administration entitled, Grant Proposal 
Preparation Readiness: A Glimpse at the Education Level of Higher Education Faculty, current 
grant-writing services provided by Sponsored Programs offices are underwhelming, and in need 
of improvement.10  Although the level of involvement each Sponsored Programs office is going 
to provide to PIs related to the grant-writing portion of a proposal will vary, it is an area of the 
proposal preparation process that needs to be explored further.  For COE PAs the current 
workload may not afford the ability to assist PIs with this aspect currently; however, it is 
something that could be considered when looking for additional training and growth 
opportunities for COE PAs.  Compilation of the budget and budget justification is a significant 
                                                          
9 Anthony Beckman and Theresa Caban (2018). “Pre-Award Turmoil: How Resilience Can Lead the Way”. NCURA 
Magazine, 50(3), 35-36. 
10 Kristin M. Shuman (2019). “Grant Proposal Preparation Readiness: A Glimpse at the Education Level of Higher 




aspect of the proposal preparation process for COE PAs and is derived directly from the SOW.  
Having a better understanding of the grant-writing process, as well as increased knowledge of 
the technical aspects of the proposals COE PAs are working on, may enhance the proposal 
preparation process for both COE PAs and COE faculty as well.11          
 Enhancing the proposal preparation and submission process for COE PAs is not limited 
to the creation of tools and resources for use during the actual act of proposal preparation.  A 
2014 article in the NCURA Research Management Review Journal entitled, Leadership and 
Research Administration, details several characteristics of an effective leader.  As stated in the 
article, “A leader is not expected to be an expert in all areas, but the best leaders will surround 
themselves with people who have strengths in different areas. The collective whole and not the 
individual comprise a strong team”.  To enhance the proposal preparation and submission 
process for COE PAs means that PAs from all departments within the COE work together to 
create a team of leaders within the field of pre-award research administration.  Each PA has the 
ability to positively contribute to the tools and resources, support groups, and professional 
development opportunities within the COE and by harnessing the qualities of each PA the COE 
will continue to set the precedent for effective pre-award administration.12   
2.3. Applicability of Literature Review. 
 The literature selected in support of this case study is directly related as it sheds light on 
the day-to-day issues a PA faces within the COE.  For those unfamiliar with the proposal 
preparation and submission process, it can be difficult to understand the impact that last-minute 
                                                          
11 Kristin M. Shuman (2019). “Grant Proposal Preparation Readiness: A Glimpse at the Education Level of Higher 
Education Faculty”. SRAI Journal of Research Administration, Volume L, Number 1. 
12 Miriam A. Campo (2014). “Leadership and Research Administration.” Research Management Review, Volume 20, 




requests to submit from PIs, changes in departmental procedures, and increases in workload have 
on a PA.  While the nature of pre-award administration is deadline-driven and involves many 
aspects that are uncontrollable by the PA, the literature selected shows that there are ways in 
which PAs can create an environment that encourages resiliency and supports continuous 
growth.  Enhancing the proposal submission process for COE PAs by creating tools and 
resources such as a unit-specific proposal handbook, will ensure that PAs continue to support 
COE faculty at the highest level while navigating the ever-changing research administration 






Chapter 3. Need(s) Assessment 
 
3.1. Need(s) Assessment. 
 With the COE submitting more than 3,000 proposals over the past three years, it is 
imperative that departmental PAs have the tools and resources necessary to submit proposals of 
the highest quality with each submission.  Although there are resources currently available from 
within UF, these are not COE specific.  These resources include the newly developed University 
of Florida Research Administrator Portal (UF RAP) and UFIRST training manual.  While these 
do provide a starting point for PAs, they are not all-encompassing and do not factor in the 
nuances associated with COE sponsors.  The UFIRST training manual is beneficial for guidance 
when completing the proposal module or entering an award.  UF RAP provides a wide array of 
tools and resources for the research administration community as a whole, addressing UF 
specific requirements, funding opportunities, proposal toolkits, award set-up and management, 
and frequently utilized facts.   
 As the COE continues to grow and faculty expand their research portfolios, the need for 
tools and resources customized to meet the needs of both the COE faculty and departmental PAs 
is necessary.  By creating a proposal handbook that can serve as a one-stop-shop for all PAs to 
reference across the COE, encompassing items such as sponsor-specific checklists, a uniform 
budget template, and internal links for reference will increase the efficiency and quality of each 
proposal every time.  
 3.1.1 Assessment of Need. 
The need for this Capstone Project was assessed by looking at the current tools 




of departmental PAs.  Given the fluid nature of research administration and the ever-
changing requirements of sponsors, it was determined that this Capstone Project would 
benefit COE PAs by supporting enhancement to the current proposal preparation and 
submission process within the COE.  
3.2. Metrics. 
 As this Capstone Project is specific to UF, the metrics utilized are derived primarily from 
internal reports, as well as the feedback obtained from PAs within the COE.  The interviews and 
surveys conducted with faculty and PAs from the COE, as well as staff from DSP, are additional 
resources utilized to support the need for this Capstone Project.    
3.3. Sources. 
 Consultation between departmental PAs assigned to the COE and the author were utilized 
to determine the need for this Capstone Project.  As the COE continues to grow and recruitment 
of new faculty continues, enhancing the proposal submission process for departmental PAs 
within the COE is necessary.  This will allow departmental PAs within the COE to continue 
providing exceptional service to COE faculty while mitigating the frequent changes in sponsor 







Chapter 4. Project Description 
 
4.1. Discussion of project elements. 
 
 The completion of this capstone project is intended to develop a handbook with tools and 
resources that can be utilized to enhance the proposal submission process for the engineering 
departmental PA.  Out of the sixteen Colleges at UF, the COE is currently one of the top three 
research units on campus.13  This achievement speaks to the volume and quality of proposals that 
are being submitted by COE faculty with the assistance of COE PAs.  To support the continued 
success of the COE, enhancing the proposal submission process for the PAs not only increases 
the quality of every proposal that is submitted, but it also provides additional guidance and 
resources that every PA, regardless of experience can benefit from.  Although every PA is likely 
to create processes and checklists that cater to individual needs and preferences, it is important 
that there be consistency amongst all PAs within the COE.  As there are many tools and 
resources that can be utilized to achieve consistency, the development of a proposal handbook, 
inclusive of COE and UF guidelines, sponsor checklists, and uniformed templates is key.  To 
create a proposal handbook that each PA within the COE can benefit from, the author of this 
capstone project surveyed faculty and staff at UF.  Those surveyed include COE faculty, COE 
PAs, and DSP staff, each ensuring key aspects of the proposal submission process are met at 
every stage.  By including the information obtained from those surveyed, the COE proposal 
handbook is a unique resource that addresses the desires of faculty, while supporting the needs of 
COE PAs.   
 
                                                          




 Chapter 5. Methodology 
 
5.1. Methodology Overview. 
 
The methods that were utilized to conduct and complete this capstone project were a 
combination of the following items: 
• Review of existing resources currently available to PAs within the COE 
• Completion of survey’s by COE faculty, COE PAs, and DSP staff  
• Comparison of resources available to COE PAs vs needs 
• Creation of a COE specific proposal handbook 
By taking each of the aforementioned items into consideration during the completion of this 
capstone project, the author was able to create a proposal handbook that addresses the needs of 
COE PAs, enhancing the overall proposal submission process.  With the COE submitting 
proposals to a variety of sponsors, providing PAs with tools and resources that provide guidance 
during every step of the proposal submission process helps to ensure a quality proposal is 
submitted every time with the best possible opportunity of being selected for funding.   
5.2. Project Design and Discussion. 
 
 At the onset of this capstone project, the author reviewed the current tools and resources 
available for COE PAs.  This review included resources that are readily available internally 
within the COE, as well as those accessible via institutional sources such as UFs newly created 
Research Administration Portal (UF RAP).  Although these resources provide a good starting 
point for those seeking additional guidance and assistance with various research administration 




PAs.  As every College within an IHE is going to have a unique set of sponsors that are 
commonly submitted to, the resources that are needed for each is going to vary.  With this being 
the case, it is not realistic to assume that an IHE can provide tools and resources that are all-
encompassing of PA needs related to each individual College.  Resources such as this are best 
created at the individual unit level, as the unit is most familiar with the needs of unit faculty and 
sponsors.   
 To create COE PA specific tools and resources, such as a proposal handbook, the author 
created a voluntary survey for COE faculty, COE PAs, and DSP staff related to the proposal 
development and submission process.  The information obtained from the survey was an integral 
part of determining the areas that are addressed and the items included within the COE proposal 
handbook.  By gathering these details it ensures the most comprehensive proposal handbook is 
available for PAs and encourages an environment supportive of collaboration amongst faculty, 
PAs, and DSP staff.   
5.3. Discussion of Questionnaire. 
 
 As part of the process associated with the development of a proposal handbook, the 
author reached out to COE PAs, COE faculty, and DSP staff via a survey.  As each of these 
individuals is responsible for different aspects of the proposal preparation and submission 
process, the questions included in the survey vary.  In order to provide insight as to the type of 
information the author felt would be useful when developing the proposal handbook, the 
questions associated with each of the surveys are provided below.  It is important to note that 





 5.3.1. Departmental Research Administrator Survey 
The questions listed below were sent to PAs assigned to various departments 
within the COE.  The feedback obtained from these surveys provided the author with a 
clearer understanding of the various pre-award tasks in relation to individual departments 
within the COE.  Obtaining data pertaining to how long an individual has been a PA, the 
number of faculty served, number of proposals averaged by said PA per month and the 
overall number of PAs within a given department allowed the author to gain a general 
idea of the average workload by the department.  Information related to the way in which 
proposal requests are received, the average lead time that is provided, current internal 
deadlines in place for proposal submission, and what each PA considers to be a late 
proposal submission request were imperative to determining what procedures could be 
put into place to ease the burden on PAs associated with these areas.  Gaining insight as 
to how many PAs have created personal checklists, steps each PA takes that may differ 
from others within the COE, and any Quality Assurance (QA) processes currently in 
place at a departmental level provided a basis for the author to create a proposal 
handbook that is beneficial to each and every PA, encompassing attributes that each PA 
finds important.  
1. How long have you been a pre-award administrator? 
2. How many faculty do you serve? 
3. How many proposals do you average per month? 
4. How many pre-award administrators are in your department? 




6. Do you have a proposal checklist? If so, is it one generic checklist or do you 
have various ones for different sponsors? Please describe below. 
7. Please describe below what you consider a late proposal submission request? 
8. Do you have internal departmental deadlines for proposal submission? 
a. If yes, what is that deadline? 
9. How do you receive proposal requests from your faculty? 
10. Do you have a process for determining workload? 
a. If yes, please describe your process below. 
11. Do you have a QA process in place within your department prior to 
submission? 
a. If yes, please describe the process below. 
12. What would you say you do as an RA working on proposals that might differ 
from RAs in other engineering departments? Please describe below. 
5.3.2. Principal Investigator Survey 
In order to ensure the needs of faculty members within the COE are met, the 
author surveyed several faculty to gain insight and feedback as it relates to faculty-
specific items during the proposal submission process.  By gaining details associated with 
the number of proposal submissions a faculty member averages a year and determining 
what is considered a late proposal submission request from a faculty member’s 
perspective, the author was able to compare that to the information obtained from the 
PAs surveyed.  This comparison provides the opportunity to determine ways in which 
late submission requests can be mitigated and procedures put into place to discourage 




related to the sponsor's faculty members are submitting to the least/most frequently and 
the items that a faculty member takes into consideration when determining which calls to 
respond to is vital to the development of relevant and useful checklists.  As the proposal 
handbook created as a result of this capstone project is intended to be a resource 
encompassing all items associated with the proposal submission process, the inclusion of 
sponsor-specific checklists and templates (when applicable) is of high importance.  
Knowing the sponsors that many COE faculty are frequently submitting to allows the 
author to ensure the checklists included in the proposal handbook are useful and pertinent 
to the workload of COE PAs.    
1. How many proposal submissions do you average per year? 
2. Please describe below what you consider a late proposal submission request? 
3. Name the sponsor below you believe you submit to most frequently? 
4. Name the sponsor below you believe you submit to least frequently? 
5. What factors do you consider when deciding to respond to a call? Please 
describe below. 
5.3.3. Core Office Survey 
In addition to surveying COE faculty and COE PAs, the author requested the 
feedback of DSP staff responsible for the review of COE proposals prior to formal 
submission to the sponsor.  The feedback attained from those within DSP allowed the 
author to have a better understanding of areas in which COE PAs could improve to 
ensure the proposals being submitted for review are of the highest quality.  Inquiring as to 
DSP internal deadlines and the benefits these provide, understanding the specific aspects 




with the most common errors DSP typically find when completing a pre-submission 
review, provided the author with a better understanding of what types of tools and 
resources would be most beneficial to a COE PA.  As many PAs utilize checklists as part 
of the proposal preparation process, understanding what type of checklist(s) may be in 
use by DSP staff when reviewing proposals prior to submission and comparing that to the 
number of proposals returned without review by sponsors is very beneficial.  While there 
may not be a direct correlation between the two, it does provide an opportunity to 
determine key items that should be included when creating a proposal submission 
checklist.  In an effort to mitigate the number of last-minute proposal requests COE PAs 
receive, the author also inquired as to the success rate of last-minute proposal 
submissions.  Gathering this type of data is useful when working to create procedures that 
support an environment conducive to timely submissions. 
1. What are some common errors you see in proposals? Please list below. 
2. Do you have an internal deadline for proposal submission in place? 
a. If yes, what is that deadline? 
3. Do you feel that this is beneficial? 
4. What aspects of the proposal submission process are you responsible for? 
5. How receptive are departments to your feedback? 
6. While reviewing proposals, do you have a standard checklist you use? 
7. How many proposals have you seen returned without review from sponsors over 
the past 6 months? 
8. In the proposals that are returned without review, are there common errors that 




9. Have you noticed a correlation between last minute proposal submissions and 





Chapter 6. Project Results and Discussion 
 PAs within the COE are responsible for assisting PIs with proposal preparation and 
submission to a wide array of sponsors.  The diverse nature and continued growth of the COE 
ensure that PAs will see no shortage of new and unique proposal requirements.  Given that there 
are multiple departments that comprise the COE, each departmental PA is going to have specific 
needs and experiences dependent upon the department the PA is assigned to.  The same can be 
said for Sponsored Program Administrators (SPA) working at DSP and for COE PIs.  The 
information obtained from the surveys sent to these individuals was utilized by the author of this 
capstone project to develop tools and resources that address the needs and enhance the proposal 
preparation and submission process for all.   
6.1. Departmental Research Administrator Survey Results 
 The field of research administration has grown significantly over the past years and as 
such, the need for well-qualified and experienced PAs continues to increase.  According to the 
NCURA article by Thomas J. Roberts, Daniel Campo, and Jennifer Shambrook, Starting Small 
and Growing: The Profession of Research Administration and Graduate Higher Education 
Opportunities, the once minimal number of research administrators has grown into the 
thousands.   
Fast forward to 2015 where the professional field of research administration is comprised 
of thousands of people representing the majority of higher education institutions around 
the world. While the profession began with very few research administrators, it has 
grown to encompass thousands of people with constantly changing, increased, and varied 
responsibilities.14 
                                                          
14 Thomas J. Roberts, Daniel Compo, and Jennifer Shambrook (2016). “Starting Small and Growing: The Profession 






























consistently submitting proposals to sponsors such as the DoD or DOE that commonly require 
detailed cost-proposals likely need more than one designated PA.  Reviewing the workload of 
each PA on a consistent basis will help prevent burnout by the PA, decrease the likelihood of 
careless mistakes, and increase efficiency, ensuring continued success and quality proposal 
submission.   
 In addition to reviewing the workload of each PA, it is imperative that there are clear 
guidelines and procedures in place to handle a variety of situations that can arise during the 
proposal process.  One such example is that of late proposal submission requests and the burden 
it places on the PA.  What constitutes a late proposal submission request is inevitably going to 
vary depending upon whom you ask; each of the COE PAs surveyed provided different 
responses to this question.  This can create difficulty for departmental, college, and institutional 
leadership when working to implement a policy to mitigate late requests.  While the COE and 
DSP have each implemented internal deadlines for proposal submissions prior to the sponsor-
specific submission deadline, there are still individuals that may feel this rule is either not 
stringent enough, or not applicable.  As with any guideline or requirement, there is sure to be 
pushback; however, creating a dialogue and an opportunity for all parties to voice their concerns 
and thoughts can aid in creating a policy that all can feel is fair and beneficial.   
 Of the information obtained from the departmental PA surveys, the feedback provided 
regarding the checklists currently in use by COE PAs revealed only NSF and NIH checklists are 
typically being utilized during the proposal preparation process.  Although NSF and NIH 
proposals are amongst the most commonly submitted to and relatively most straightforward, the 
need for resources available for the PAs to reference when completing proposals in response to 




DoD and DoE solicitations is not necessarily feasible, as they are going to vary each and every 
time, the development of guidance for completion of these types of proposals would be very 
beneficial.  Given that sixty percent of the COE PAs surveyed indicated completion of seven 
proposals or more each month, there are instances in which other RAs within a department, not 
typically tasked with pre-award administration, may need to complete proposals when the 
workload is unusually high or unforeseen circumstances occur.  Having resources available such 
as checklists and sponsor-specific guidance located in one single document, such as a proposal 
handbook, will allow any RA the ability to complete a proposal even when pre-award 
administration is not that individual's primary function. 
6.2. Core Office Survey Results 
 While the proposal preparation process is primarily handled within the COE and its 
various departments by COE PAs, the formal submission of the completed proposal is primarily 
facilitated by DSP.  Prior to the submission of the completed proposal, DSP is responsible for 
reviewing each one to determine if all institutional and sponsor guidelines and requirements have 
been met.  In order to determine the areas in which improvement could be made by COE PAs, 
individuals at DSP were surveyed. 
 To have a clear understanding of what DSP is responsible for reviewing prior to formal 
submission of the proposal, the individuals surveyed were also asked what aspects of the 
proposal submission process take place within DSP.  According to the  survey results twenty-five 
percent of individuals surveyed were responsible for aspects of proposal preparation associated 
with budget justifications and current and pending documents, fifty-percent for uploading 
necessary documentation into sponsor-specific portals, and seventy-five percent for completing a 



















data by the departments resulted in varying answers from those surveyed at DSP.  Based on this 
data, it is important to establish a good rapport and open communication between not only COE 
PAs but the COE faculty and DSP as well.  Although those housed in DSP are not directly under 
the COE umbrella, everyone is a part of the greater UF team and as such, should be supportive 
and helpful to one another.  Creating an inclusive, team environment between each department 
within the COE and DSP will help all parties grow as RAs. 
6.3. Principal Investigator Survey Results 
 Although the COE PAs and DSP staff play crucial roles in the proposal preparation and 
submission process, in order to enhance this process in a way that not only benefits the COE PAs 
but the COE faculty as well, COE faculty were surveyed. 
Of the COE faculty surveyed, all indicated submitting to a funding source between four 
to six proposals each year.  While four to six proposals a year may not seem like an 
overwhelming number at face value, the timing in which these proposals are being submitted 
must be taken into account.  It is not uncommon for many faculty within the same department to 
submit to the same solicitation, resulting in a significant number of proposals going out at the 
same time.  Add to that the strong likelihood that these proposals will include collaboration 
between various faculty within different COE departments or outside institutions and the 
difficulty level increases.  Creating tools and resources that are uniformed across all departments 
within the COE can help to streamline the proposal preparation process and create consistency 
amongst all COE PAs.  By doing so, it is very likely that the efficiency of proposal preparation 
will increase, and possibly free-up time in which COE PAs can explore other aspects of research 




Given the recent implementation of internal submission deadlines by UF and the COE, it 
was important to seek feedback from COE faculty regarding what each considered a “late” 
proposal submission request.  The responses to this varied amongst those surveyed, with some 
considering anything within two days of the sponsor deadline as late and others feeling as though 
anything between five and seven days of the sponsor deadline is late.  Additional feedback 
provided also mentioned the importance of the PI notifying COE PAs as soon as possible once 
the intent to submit is determined, in order to provide as much lead time as possible for proposal 
preparation.  This feedback provides the perspective of COE faculty and can aid in the creation 
of resources that may be able to help mitigate the occurrence of late proposal submission 
requests even further. While the current internal deadlines have certainly created a decrease in 
the number of late requests, continued communication between both COE faculty, COE PAs, 
departmental leadership, and DSP will ensure further resources can be created to mitigate late 









 In order to ensure that the information obtained during this capstone project is utilized in 
a manner that supports growth and development for COE PAs, there are several 
recommendations that should be taken into consideration. Among these are the development of 
an engineering-specific proposal handbook, the creation of a Quality Assurance Group (QAG) 
responsible for proposal review prior to DSP submission, and a PA support group that meets 
quarterly.   
7.2. Recommendations 
 
 7.2.1. Recommendation 1: COE should Develop a Proposal Handbook  
Given the nature of the proposal preparation and submission process it is clear 
that COE should develop a proposal handbook. The development of this handbook 
should be a high priority.  There are several tools and resources that can be identified and 
utilized to aid PAs in their jobs. As opposed to having these resources spread across a 
variety of platforms, the creation of a proposal handbook allows PAs to access multiple 
resources in one location.  Items included in the handbook are UF specific requirements 
related to the proposal process, sponsor specific guidance and requirements, and various 
checklists associated with commonly submitted to sponsors.       
 7.2.2. Recommendation 2: COE should Create a Quality Assurance Group 
As the COE continues to grow and faculty research portfolios diversify, the need 
for a designated group of PAs responsible for quality assurance is increasing.  While 




administration process, they appear to be an under-utilized resource that may provide 
several benefits to COE PAs.  Individuals assigned to the QAG would be responsible for 
quality checking proposals prior to submission for core office review.  This would be 
beneficial for more complex proposals, such as those typically associated with DoD, 
DOE, and DARPA.   
In addition to reviewing proposals prior to DSP review, the QAG would be 
responsible for the update and maintenance of the proposal handbook.  Ideally, those 
assigned to the QAG would be seasoned PAs with a variety of experience and 
knowledge, ensuring the proposal handbook contains the most beneficial and relevant 
material for COE PAs at all times.  It is the expectation that this maintenance would 
occur on an as-needed basis, as well as annually, to provide the COE PAs with updated 
materials that can be used for reference during the proposal preparation and submission 
process.      
Further responsibilities of the QAG would include serving as back-up to all 
departmental COE PAs when needed.  Although those assigned to the QAG would still 
be located within the departments each is primarily assigned to, when proposal assistance 
is needed by others within the COE, the QAG would be expected to provide this needed 
support. 
 7.2.3. Recommendation 3: COE should create a PA Support Group 
While it is common practice for each department within the COE to hold routine 
meetings for research administration staff, these may not always be separated by pre and 
post-award functions.  In order to provide continued guidance and updates on recent 




sponsors, the creation of a PA support group (PASG) within the COE would be 
beneficial.  Ideally, this group would be overseen by individuals assigned to the QAG, as 
the upkeep of the proposal handbook and review of proposals prior to submission 
correlate with the types of items addressed within the PASG.  These meetings would 
allow the QAG to share updates and changes, address frequent errors, and provide an 
opportunity for all COE PAs to meet and discuss any questions or concerns.  It is 
imperative that every PA has a network of individuals to reach out to when questions 
arise, or a second opinion is needed.  The PASG would provide this support and 
encourage growth and development amongst COE PAs. 
7.2.4. Recommendation 4: COE should Establish Cross-training for DSP staff and COE 
PAs 
Although COE PAs and DSP staff may have a general understanding of the roles 
and responsibilities each is tasked with, there are still ways in which the relationship 
between the two can be improved.  While it is commonplace for new RAs to mentor and 
shadow other RAs within the same department or College, it is not common for DSP staff 
and COE PAs to shadow each other.  By design, central offices such as DSP are intended 
to provide services to an entire campus, oftentimes placing DSP staff on an “island”.  
Although this does not impact the ability of DSP staff and COE PAs to work together 
during the proposal preparation and submission process, it does limit the level of 
understanding each may have of the others' day-to-day functions.  The creation of a 
cross-training program for DSP staff and COE PAs would increase the flow of 
communication between the two and help COE PAs better understand the proposal 




clarification, and share scenarios or examples of unique circumstances with DSP staff.  
Including this cross-training experience as part of the on-boarding process for all COE 
PAs would aid in establishing an open flow of communication between DSP and the new 
PA, provide further proposal training that may not be readily accessible within the 
departmental environment, and strengthen the collaboration and team environment 
between DSP staff and COE PAs. 
7.2.5. Recommendation 5: COE should have Uniformity Across Departments  
 
With the frequency of cross-collaboration among departments within the COE 
being commonplace, it is the author’s recommendation that uniformity related to 
templates and internal submission deadlines across all departments be established.  By 
doing so, this will streamline the proposal preparation process across all departments 
within the COE and allow COE PAs the ability to easily assist PIs and prevent the 
sharing of conflicting information between departments.  To establish this uniformity it is 
the author’s recommendation that a COE specific budget template is created, as well as 
enforcement of the COE specific proposal deadline by all departments.  Should a QAG 
be established within the COE, the PAs comprising this group will work together to 
create additional tools and resources that address the needs of all COE departments, for 
future use and implementation.  As the needs of each department and the requirements by 
each sponsor are ever-changing, it is the author’s suggestion that the tools and resources 
created by the QAG be reviewed annually.  This uniformity across departments, along 
with increased communication between COE PAs, COE faculty, and DSP staff, will 
result in a continued decrease to late proposal submission requests and consistent high 




Chapter 8. Conclusion 
 
As the proposal preparation and submission process is an integral part of the overall 
award life cycle, this capstone project focused on ways in which the proposal submission process 
for COE PAs can be enhanced through the creation of additional tools and resources.  In order to 
ensure these tools and resources provide COE PAs with the most beneficial information, the 
author of this capstone project utilized feedback obtained from surveys sent to various COE PAs, 
COE faculty, and DSP staff.  This feedback, in conjunction with the author’s personal 
experiences as a pre-award administrator, was then utilized to create a COE specific handbook 
for PAs to reference.  
Other recommendations derived from the information obtained by the completed surveys 
was the creation of a Quality Assurance Group (QAG), as well as a Pre-Award Support Group 
(PASG), cross-training of COE PAs and DSP staff, and uniformity across departments.  Both the 
QAG and PASG would create an environment in which PAs from various departments within the 
COE, could work together to ensure the proposal handbook is maintained, provide review and 
guidance of proposals prior to submission, and ensure continued support of an environment in 
which growth and development of COE PAs is promoted.   
The information obtained through the completion of this capstone project was an integral 
part of the author's ability to determine areas in which the current proposal submission process 
for engineering departmental pre-award administrators could be enhanced.  Feedback provided 
by other COE PAs, COE faculty, and DSP staff allowed for multiple perspectives to be taken 
into consideration.  This ensures the recommended tools and resources developed will benefit 
COE PAs, ideally resulting in increased proposal quality, efficiency, and support of continued 
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Appendix 1. Questionnaire 
1.1. Departmental RA Questionnaire 
By completing this survey or questionnaire, you are consenting to be in this research study. Your participation 
is voluntary and you can stop at any time. This questionnaire should not take more than 15 minutes of your 
time and the feedback you provide will be used in support of the Capstone Project Paper I am currently 
completing for the Master of Science Program in Research Administration at Johns Hopkins University. Your 
responses to these questions will be kept confidential and your participation is appreciated. If you have any 
questions or concerns regarding this Questionnaire, please contact me at wood.mc@ufl.edu. Thank you for 
your time.  
1. How long have you been a pre-award administrator? 
Mark only one oval. 
 Less than 1 year 
1-3 years 
4-6 years 
7-9 years  
10 or more years 
Other: 




10 or more  
Other: 













5 or more 
Other: 
5. What is the average lead time you receive for proposal submission? Mark 
only one oval. 
 Less than 1 week 
1-2 weeks 
3-4 weeks 
 4 weeks or more 
Other: 
6. Do you have a proposal checklist? If so, is it one generic checklist or do you 
have various ones for different sponsors? Please describe below. 
 
7. Please describe below what you consider a late proposal submission 
request? 
 
8. Do you have internal departmental deadlines for proposal submission? Mark 
only one oval. 
YesNo 




 One day before submission 
 Two - five days before submission 
 Six - ten days before submission 
 Eleven or more days before submission 
 




 Other:  
11. Do 
you have a process for determining workload? Mark only one oval. 
 Yes 
 No 
 Other:  
12. If 
yes, please describe your process below. 
 
13. Do you have a QA process in place within your department prior to 









15. What would you say you do as an RA working on proposals that might differ 






1.2. Core Office Questionnaire 
By completing this survey or questionnaire, you are consenting to be in this research study. Your participation 
is voluntary and you can stop at any time. This questionnaire should not take more than 15 minutes of your 
time and the feedback you provide will be used in support of the Capstone Project Paper I am currently 
completing for the Master of Science Program in Research Administration at Johns Hopkins University. Your 
responses to these questions will be kept confidential and your participation is appreciated. If you have any 
questions or concerns regarding this Questionnaire, please contact me at wood.mc@ufl.edu. Thank you for 
your time.  
1. What are some common errors you see in proposals? Please list below. 
 
2. Do you have an internal deadline for proposal submission in place? Mark only one 
oval. 
 Yes  No 
3. If yes, what is that deadline? Mark only one oval. 
 One day before submission deadline 
 Two - five days before submission deadline 
 Six - ten days before submission deadline  Eleven 
or more days before submission deadline  Other:  
4. Do you feel 
that this is beneficial? Mark only one oval. 
 Yes 
 No 
 Other:  
5. What aspects of the proposal submission process are you responsible for? 




 Budget and Justification 
 Current & Pendings 
 Uploading of Documents in Sponsor Portals 
 Submission to Sponsor  Quality 
Assurance Review  Other:  
6. How receptive 
are departments to your feedback? Mark only one oval. 
 Very receptive 
 Somewhat receptive 
 Not receptive  Other:  
7. While 




 Other:  
8. How many 
proposals have you seen returned without review from sponsors over the past 6 
months? 




7 or more 
9. In the proposals that are returned without review, are there common errors that 
result in their return? Please describe below. 
 
10. Have you noticed a correlation between last minute proposal submissions and 




1.3. Principal Investigator Questionnaire 
By completing this survey or questionnaire, you are consenting to be in this research study. Your participation 
is voluntary and you can stop at any time. This questionnaire should not take more than 15 minutes of your 
time and the feedback you provide will be used in support of the Capstone Project Paper I am currently 
completing for the Master of Science Program in Research Administration at Johns Hopkins University. Your 
responses to these questions will be kept confidential and your participation is appreciated. If you have any 
questions or concerns regarding this Questionnaire, please contact me at wood.mc@ufl.edu. Thank you for 
your time.  
1. How many proposal submissions do you average per year? Mark only one oval. 
1-3 
4-6 
7 or more 
2. Please describe below what you consider a late proposal submission request? 
 
submit to most frequently? 
 
4. Name the sponsor below you believe you submit to least frequently? 
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